THE THIRD-PERSON EFFECT REVISITED

W. Phillips Davison
It wouldn't take much research to establish that the author of 'The Third-Person Effect in Communication' (Davison 1983 ) didn't really want to write the article. Many years elapsed between the time he first contemplated doing a brief note on the subject and the time he started writing. Then he submitted a sketchy draft to the Public Opinion Quarterly. The POQs referees quickly pointed out the inadequacy of this piece, and the would-be author temporized for half a year after that, almost convincing himself that the available data were insufficient to justify an article. Indeed, had it not been for the skillful professional nagging of the Quarterly's genial editor, Dr. Eleanor Singer, a publishable manuscript might never have been prepared. Why this reluctance? It was not a case of undue modesty or scholarly caution; in retrospect, the problem was the opposite: namely, hubris. The social scientist in question had somehow come to believe that he was on the brink of formulating several major propositions about the role of communication in human relations, and that time taken to describe the third-person effect would therefore constitute a waste of scarce resources. The third-person effect was an interesting phenomenon, and testing for it in the classroom or elsewhere was often an enjoyable procedure, but it was of minor theoretical significance. At least, that was the way this student reasoned. Why spend time on a relatively minor category of communication effect when a comprehensive theory about the role of communication in society was struggling to be born! Subsequent events made this social scientist aware of his misplaced priorities. The grand theory that would clarify the social role of communication remained elusive and unformulated-a will-o'-the-wisp just beyond the grasp of logic and syntax. And a series of fruitful studies on the third-person effect by other scholars demonstrated that this concept was of greater significance and complexity than suspected by its proponent.
At this point, the student in question found himself seized simultaneously by two different emotions: on the one hand, gratification that the third-person effect hypothesis had proved interesting to other researchers, and on the other hand embarrassment at not having been more conscious of its potential ramifications. Clearly, professional colleagues can flatter a researcher by giving attention to his work, and at the same time can help to ensure that he does not lose a proper sense of humility.
The above subjective musings were inspired by IJPOR's managing editor, Dr. Erich Lamp, who was kind enough to suggest that I write a few lines of a personal nature regarding my involvement with the third-person effect. I gratefully accepted the invitation: reminiscing is a self-indulgence that is difficult to resist. Besides, it sometimes leads to the revision of previously held notions and to the clarification of ideas that up to that point had languished in lazy amorphousness.
Reflecting on third-person effect research published since 1983, I first of all had to recognize that my original evaluation of the phenomenon had been quite wrong: the third-person effect was not a manifestation of a single psychological tendency, but was a complex reaction that varied with the type of communication, the characteristics of the individual, and the situation. It can be predicted to a certain extent by demographic characteristics, such as age and education (Tiedge et al. 1991) ; and the fact that a reverse third-person effect has been observed under some conditions (Cohen and Davis 1991, Gunther and Thorson 1992) suggests that the tendency to see others as being more influenced than the self is merely one of several possible reaction patterns.
Not only has the third-person effect proved to be a more complex phenomenon than I originally suspected; it also seems to be of greater theoretical significance. Over-estimation or under-estimation of media effects can apparently help to explain a number of social processes. Mutz, for example, in her study of the influence of perceptions of media influence (1989, pp. 19-20) concludes that 'communication need not directly affect opinions in order to exert influence on the public opinion process.' I shall not attempt to review the research in which the third-person effect has been explored, as this has been well done by Perloff (1993) . Besides, I am not familiar with all of it. Perloff, incidentally, uses a label for the phenomenon that I find more descriptive than my original label: namely, 'third-person perception', so I shall use this term in the following discussion.
One conclusion I draw from this body of research-a conclusion that probably is of greater interest to me than to others-is that, contrary to my expectation, study of third-person perception is just as likely to contribute to more general theories about communication as other approaches. Even though a long distance remains between the insights provided by this research and theories that would clarify the role of communication in society as a whole, third person perception is an essential part of the larger picture.
How might this research contribute more to the larger picture? I think it would be relevant to focus on the functions that perceptions of communication effects have for the individual and for social collectivities of various types and sizes. On the individual level, it would be fascinating to learn more about the people who do not overestimate the effect of persuasive communications on others. How do they differ from those who tend to exaggerate communication effects? Can we find psychological explanations for these differences? Why do some people understimate-or overestimate-their own persuasibility? Research along these lines would probably tie in with work done by psychologists on personality and persuasibility (e.g. Janis et al. 1959) .
Questions about relationships between third-person perception and personality seem to me to be related to the different evaluations that can be placed on the same set of facts in different situations. A psychologist whose name I wish I could remember used to play a game with his students that illustrates this point. He would ask them to describe a particular behavior in the first person, second person, and third person. An example might be: / enjoy good food; you have a tendency to overeat; Air is a glutton. Another example might be provided by social scientists who do sponsored research. Their work is likely to be characterized quite differently depending on who is speaking, and to whom: / have a grant from the Association of Manufacturers, but of course this doesn't affect my work; you better be careful to maintain your objectivity when writing about labor relations; she is a propagandist for heavy industry.
Other questions could presumably be formulated that would explore the I am especially interested in a range of questions that concern both individuals and social collectivities. Does a successful politician have to believe in the power of speeches to persuade, or is the cynical woman or man who sees oratory as a necessary but meaningless ritual more likely to survive in the politicaJ arena? Are successful communicators, however defined, likely to share certain beliefs about the power of communication? If so, how are these beliefs acquired?
Research on third-person perception has already touched on some of the areas mentioned in the above paragraphs. I suggest these areas for increased emphasis because it seems to me that further work in them might contribute to our understanding of the more general functions of communication for individuab and society. My reasons for thinking this are rooted in broad and hazy hypotheses that have been alluded to above. I shah 1 try to summarize these hypotheses briefly in the hope that other social researchers will be motivated to explore and develop, or demolish some of them-much as they have given substance to my rudimentary outline of the third-person effect hypothesis. So, please fasten your seat belts ...
If communication among human beings were somehow ended-not only speech but also sign and gesture-organized social entities would cease to exist. Even the nuclear family might be unable to survive. Individuals would lose their human characteristics and revert to animal level. After a few generations it is probable that these animals (formerly humans) would disappear also; they would have to yield to animals that retained some ability to communicate and organize. (Those who are willing to subscribe to this apocalyptic vision might use it as an argument in favor of freedom of the press-unless they can think of a better one.)
The above is hyperbole, but is designed to make three points: that the satisfaction of human needs depends on social organization; that formation of social organizations (even the most simple forms) requires communication; and that the human personality is a product of people's ability to communicate with each other.
In this schema, communication is seen as a glue-a binding agent-which can bring individuals together to form the social units that provide for our most basic physical needs: food, clothing, and shelter. Some of the same social organizations, and some different ones, also provide for basic needs of a non-material nature: affection, respect, and safety.
But communication is not limited to a formative role in social organization. In addition, it makes the functioning of social units possible. Without it there can be no coordination, direction, and control. It enables organizations and institutions to function.
Communications are basic to the development of human personalities also. Infants are usually born with the ability to see, feel, hear, smell, and taste; and they are equipped with a set of basic needs. Using their five senses, they search their environments for ways of satisfying these needs. The well cared for infant finds satisfaction for hunger and other physical needs, and also absorbs emotions and ideas that serve its non-physical requirements. And because each individual differs from every other in his or her felt needs and in the acuity of his or her senses, each person will extract different ideas and emotional perceptions from the environment. Furthermore, no two persons are exposed to exactly the same environment; the communication component, especially, is likely to differ. The result is that each human being becomes a unique bundle of ideas, sensibilities, and capabilities, or, to put it more succinctly, we all have unique personalities.
The good society seeks to ensure that essential ideas and emotions are available to each individual-not only to children, but also to adolescents, adults and senescents. Without the right diet of communications, personalities-like social organizations-cannot take shape and develop.
What is the right communication diet, how can it be assured, and how can it best be used and exploited by individuals and organizations? These are among the basic questions faced by students of communication. We already have partial answers, but social scientists can justify their often threatened existence by searching for better answers. It is my hope that further exploration of thirdperson perception will contribute to the discovery of better answers, but please don't ask me exactly how.
The following is an afterword. It brings up questions that are not directly related to discussion of third-person perception but are nevertheless of possible relevance, namely: should aging scholars be asked to revisit areas in which they have worked in the past? Is it likely that they will have learned something in the intervening years? Whether or not the observations that I have presented above help to answer these questions is for others to decide, but I can contribute a small piece of history that might shed some light on them.
In 1947 or 1948, shortly after I had started my first term as editor of the Public Opinion Quarterly, I had what I thought was a brilliant idea. One of the most respected writers in the field of public opinion at that time was Walter Lippmann, who had by then left his academic moorings to become a nationally syndicated columnist in the USA and an advisor to presidents and secretaries of state. His book, Public Opinion (Lippmann 1922) was, however, still a staple of countless courses involving communication and public opinion in many countries. I thought, why not write Mr. Lippmann and ask him to contribute an article describing his current thinking about public opinion and how he might revise his book if he were to take into account his later extensive experience with high-level politics and international diplomacy? After sending off the letter, I gradually became conscious of the probability that I was unlikely to get a positive answer. Why would one of the world's most highly paid writers wish to contribute an article to an academic journal that could pay authors nothing and even had to charge them for reprints? And why would a publicist who was accustomed to addressing an audience of millions wish to write for a very small magazine that, at most, reached perhaps two thousand readers?
So it was with some surprise that, a few days later, I received a gracious reply from Walter Lippmann. He would be happy, he said, to write a brief sequel to his book on public opinion. His ideas about the subject had indeed changed somewhat since the book's original publication in 1922. The only problem was that he was fully occupied with current commitments and would have to put off writing the article for some time-perhaps a year.
In the following year, I wrote Mr. Lippmann what I thought was a diplomatic editorial reminder, but this time received no reply. A follow-up letter also remained unanswered. Perhaps one of Parkinson's Laws-that work expands to fill all available time-had taken effect, or perhaps he was so well protected by his assistants that my letters never reached him. In any case, the article I had hoped for was never written. One can only speculate about the content of the article he might have contributed. But speculation can be productive, too!
